






























































Struggling for a Socialist Fatherhood: “Re-educating” Men in East 
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Research on the history of masculinities and fatherhood during state socialism in East Central 
Europe is still rare. Therefore, scholars in the field of women’s and gender studies sometimes 
reproduce the idea of men in that region as stable characters across the period of socialist rule. 
In particular, they insist that “official,” that is, state-sanctioned, representations of masculinity 
did not change. Yet, as I show, there is evidence that socialist authors, journalists, and even 
the politburos of the regions’ communist parties did reflect on what they perceived as the 
need to change the conceptions of men and fathers. They advocated men’s greater 
participation in housework and childcare. In this paper, I examine this “struggle for a socialist 
fatherhood” in the GDR, focusing mainly on the discussions and suggestions of sociologists, 
educationalists, psychologists, and sexologists active in the study of childhood and 
adolescence, sex education, or marriage and family. From the 1960s on, experts from these 
fields as well as communist politicians targeted increasingly men to implement equality in 
marriage and parenting. In the 1970s and 1980s, their suggestions became more and more 
concrete. These suggestions as well as the theoretical discussions demonstrate the enduring 
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belief in the socialist society’s ability to overcome traditional gender stereotypes. Even in the 
late 1980s, they were future directed and contained a utopian element. 
 
Introduction 
 Critical studies of men and masculinities have shown that constructions of fatherhood 
and their representations were anything but stable in the course of history, for they have 
demonstrated the diversity of paternal subjectivities and their historical transformations. 
Consequently, scholars have questioned the gendered separation of public (masculine) and 
private (feminine) spheres, and the questioning of this separation has proved to be a 
precondition to understanding the history of men at home and fatherhood.1 Thus, the study of 
men and masculinities has contributed to replacing the sometimes ahistorical or essentialist 
conception of patriarchy with a dynamic and relational one. 
 However, in recent work on the gender history of socialism in Central and Eastern 
Europe, scholars rarely raise the subject of masculinity. It often seems as if men in general 
and fathers specifically in those regions were stable characters across the period of socialist 
rule. A few scholars do acknowledge that constructions of masculinity changed “out of 
necessity”2 in reaction to the changing conditions of women, but they also insist that 
“official,” that is, state-sanctioned, representations of masculinity did not change.3 Yet, as I 
show, there is evidence that socialist authors, journalists, and even the politburos of the 
regions’ communist parties did reflect on what they perceived as the need to change the 
conceptions of men and fathers. They advocated men’s greater participation in housework and 
childcare. For example, in the early 1970s the Politburo of the Bulgarian Communist Party 
called for “the common participation of the two spouses in the organization of family life,” 
saying it was “imperative” to “combat outdated views, habits and attitudes as regards the 
allocation of work within the family [and] to prepare young men for the performance of 




household duties from childhood and adolescence.”4 A decade earlier, the ideology committee 
of the Czechoslovak Communist Party had recommended that the media “popularize positive 
examples of the division of labor within the family [and] struggle to increase the part men 
play in managing the household and raising children.”5 Communists in the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) also believed in the power of state media. In 1965, members of 
the Politburo’s department for agitation and of the women’s committee hailed an article in the 
women’s magazine Für Dich (For You) that positively portrayed a “modern marriage” 
between equal partners who shared responsibilities, and they predicted that such articles 
would have a “contagious effect.”6 As I say, historians, though having studied extensively the 
socialist attempts to overcome gender inequalities in Central and Eastern Europe, have only 
hesitantly, and very recently, turned to this ‘struggle for a socialist fatherhood.’7 
 Scholars of the gender history of socialism have identified close ties between 
communist ideals, norms, or fantasies of virility and “hyper-masculinity.”8 They have 
demonstrated that “the ideal communist subject had distinctly masculine features”9 and that at 
the same time representations of masculinity were profoundly heroic. However, as opposed to 
Western ideas of heroism, socialists proclaimed that everyone was able to become a hero, 
mainly through his or her commitment to work and participation in the construction of a 
socialist state; that is, through his or her realization in the public sphere.10 The loyal soldier 
was also a socialist hero, though less so in the GDR where, because of the legacy of National 
Socialism, the worker hero was idealized more than the soldier hero. These representations 
clearly employed masculine codes in their idealization of strong, and mostly young, bodies; 
hard labor; and omission of emotions.11 
However, the younger generation increasingly criticized these representations from the 
post-Stalinist period on as remote from everyday life.12 Therefore, the 1970s and 1980s are 
often described as a period in which Central and Eastern Europe experienced not only a crisis 




of heroes13 but also a crisis of masculinity. Indeed, an increasing number of men in this region 
began to deplore what they considered to be the consequences of the socialist “liberation” of 
women, namely, that the state’s support of women and mothers “marginalized” men in the 
family, that they had become “emasculated...victim[s] of a socialist nanny state,”14 and that 
the young generation of boys lacked positive masculine role models.15 In a number of 
representations, the very popular East German film “The Legend of Paul und Paula,” for 
instance, women and mothers were the principal heroes and depicted as independent, 
desirable, and eager to live life to the full, but men (Paul in this case) lacked courage and were 
ready to comply with the rules for the sake of their careers and personal comfort.16 Other 
representations did maintain the ideal of at least morally, if not physically, strong men. 
However, these men were often represented as part of the unofficial culture, for instance, 
(masculine) leaders of the dissident movement or (masculine, and mostly Western) rock 
stars.17 
 In this “void”18 of official masculinity, “socialist,” that is, involved, emotional, and 
equal, fatherhood emerged as a new ideal of masculinity. From the 1950s on, representations 
of men’s bodies as strong bodies performing hard work were increasingly complemented, if 
not replaced, by tender bodies, for example, fathers caring for their children.19 Fatherhood 
discourse was part of the overall shift in post-Stalinist societies towards the private sphere. It 
was used to demonstrate the progressiveness of socialist societies in comparison to the 
supposedly conservative West, especially West Germany; it allowed those societies to 
maintain a future-oriented perspective by portraying fathers as the everyday heroes of an 
egalitarian society to be; and it provided a convenient opportunity to “domesticate” men and, 
thus, counterbalance dissident or sub-cultural ideals of masculinity. Fatherhood was certainly 
not a dominant or hegemonic masculinity under socialism, but it is a case of masculinity that 
incorporates historical change, contestation, and the diversity of masculinities, a diversity that 




historians still struggle to grasp.20 In this paper, I examine the struggle for a socialist 
fatherhood in the GDR, focusing on the discourses of experts, viz., sociologists, 
educationalists, psychologists, and sexologists active in the study of childhood and 
adolescence, sex education, or marriage and family. Experts from these fields addressed 
fatherhood from very different perspectives. Specialists in early childhood education at 
Berlin’s Humboldt University and Academy of Educational Sciences (Akademie der 
Pädagogischen Wissenschaften der DDR) studied fatherhood from the child’s point of view. 
Researchers at the Central Institute for Youth Research in Leipzig considered it from the point 
of view of adolescents learning about sex and their future family life. And sociologists in the 
research group Die Frau in der sozialistischen Gesellschaft (The woman in socialist society) 
at the East German Academy of Sciences in Berlin and physicians at marital counseling 
centers considered it from the perspectives of young spouses and new parents. 
 In all these sources, we can see the fundamental change in the way of thinking about 
the family that was at work in the late 1950s and the 1960s. The attempt to transform 
traditional gender arrangements and revolutionize the family was an important part of the 
socialist agenda.21 However, this attempt was often limited to externalize (or socialize) 
domestic work and, thus, make women available for extra-domestic wage labor. Therefore, 
most of the concrete actions during state socialism targeted women.22 Daily routine in 
families was considered individualist and a remnant from bourgeois times. By contrast, from 
the 1950s and 1960s on, the “traditional” or “nuclear” family was more and more addressed 
from different perspectives: in educational theory, the central importance of family’s 
influence on the development of children was acknowledged; one’s own preoccupations 
within the family were considered as important parts of developing the “socialist personality;” 
finally, also the limits of externalizing housework were admitted and household technologies 




were now developed for individual families’ use.23 Hand in hand with this re-evaluation of the 
socialist family went the considerations about fatherhood that I will focus on in this article. 
 I have based my study on three types of sources: archival documents and scholarly 
publications about these sociological, pedagogical, and sexological debates and advice 
literature for young people and parents. Some of these scholarly authors also wrote articles in 
the mainstream media, which broadened their influence. Despite the impact of such authors, 
their relatively progressive and constructivist views did not always fit the mainstream 
discourse about family, parenthood, and child rearing, and they contradicted typical 
representations of masculinity that ignored, or even opposed, paternal domesticity, e.g., the 
worker hero, the soldier, and the athlete.24 The fact that the discourse I describe maintained a 
progressive and future-oriented character even in late socialism was without any doubt 
particular to East Germany. Debates about gender equality in Czechoslovakia, for instance, 
lost any progressive perspective in the 1970s and 1980s,25 whereas several East German 
authors writing at that time sharply criticized the GDR’s gender inequalities and expressed 
their belief in the socialist society’s capacity to overcome them in the future. 
 Several scholars have correctly pointed out discrepancies between discourse and 
reality in gender equality in the GDR. Nevertheless, dismissing East Germany’s discussions 
about transforming its gender arrangements as mere propaganda is simplistic. I believe that 
historians should take them seriously both ideologically, i.e., as a step toward the socialist 
goal of creating a new type of family,26 and in terms of the realpolitik of pronatalist policies, 
as a proposed solution to the disproportionate burden on wives and mothers. For, as the 
sociologist Joachim S. Hohmann argued, one of the distinctive features of the 1970s in East 
Germany was the attempt to close the gap between the lived reality and the utopian discourse 
on the equality of men and women.27 I do not claim that the attempt was successful. But I also 
do not overemphasize the gap between theory and reality, since my interest here is to 




understand representations as the basis of “perceptions and judgments . . . which govern the 
ways we speak and act,” for representations “are just as ‘real’ as processes, behavior, and 
conflicts that are considered ‘concrete’.”28 Although I concentrate in this study on theoretical 
reflections and expert discourses, I shall conclude with some empirical data showing the 
impact of what I call the ‘struggle for a socialist fatherhood’ on society, that is, on everyday 
attitudes of East German fathers. 
 
“Re-educating” men and the struggle for a socialist fatherhood 
 The authors I consider below were well aware of the discrepancy between the socialist 
claim to have liberated women and their everyday lives; in fact, the struggle for a socialist 
fatherhood was a reaction to socialism’s failure to institute gender equality. Public awareness 
of this failure, mainly from the late 1950s on,29 led to the popular disillusionment that 
eventually contributed to undermining socialism. But because of the widespread belief that 
socialism could be reformed, it also reinforced the official commitment to the ongoing 
struggle for equality. Therefore, some politicians and official authors raised the new issue of 
men and masculinity. According to Inge Lange, a member of the Central Committee of the 
Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED) and head of both the Central Committee’s women’s 
department and the Politburo’s women’s commission, by addressing only women in the 1950s 
and 1960s the Party failed to explain the socialist emancipation of women to men.30 Lange 
also criticized the belief that gender equality would develop “automatically.”31 Nevertheless, 
she was optimistic in her conclusion that after more than 20 years of socialism, during which 
women had achieved legal and economic equality, East German society had reached the point 
where it could address the remaining, and fundamental, aspect of gender inequality, viz., the 
“way of life” (Lebensweise) of spouses and families.32 “Only now,” Lange added in 1980, 
was the process of transforming the everyday practices in the family under way.33 




 This new attention that promoters of gender equality paid to men is observable, in 
particular, from the 1960s onwards and constitutes a remarkable shift in the history of the 
socialist “woman question.” In the late 1950s and the 1960s, policy makers realized that the 
policies of integrating women into the labor market and of socializing housework and 
childcare, even if successful, would not change traditional gender arrangements, particularly 
in the domestic sphere. In a speech on International Women’s Day in March 1966, Inge 
Lange argued that real equality between men and women required the “education and re-
education” of men because it could not be achieved without them.34 In a similar vein, the 
authors of a marriage handbook in the early 1970s wrote that equality required more than the 
“unilateral promotion of women.”35 According to Uta Brehm-Schlegel and Otmar Kabat vel 
Job of the Central Institute for Youth Research (Zentralinstitut für Jugendforschung) in 
Leipzig, equality required a process of “rethinking” on the part of men and for them to take on 
a greater share of the burden in the family.36 In the middle of the 1960s, the research group 
Die Frau in der sozialistischen Gesellschaft at the East German Academy of Sciences came 
to similar conclusions: Up to now, the “re-education” of men had been addressed only 
superficially, and discussion of men taking part in the care of the household was “often 
Platonic, abstract, and marginal.”37 In 1970, Erna Scharnhorst, a teacher and educationalist, 
also called for complementing the idea of a new woman with a “new concept of man.”38 
 
The meaning of “socialist” fatherhood and the “new quality of family life” 
 As the research group Die Frau in der sozialistischen Gesellschaft emphasized, the 
appeal for a new concept of fatherhood was often vague, for authors provided few concrete 
suggestions for integrating men into the family or for political measures to make fatherly 
commitment appealing to men. It was not until the late 1970s and the 1980s, as we shall see at 
the end of this section, that these suggestions became more specific. (Only the suggestions 




concerning boys and young men, i.e., future fathers, were much more concrete, as I show 
below.)  
 One frequent suggestion was to rethink the role of the father not in terms of 
disburdening wives and mothers but of developing what was vaguely described as a “new 
quality of family life.”39 Several authors, such as the educationalist Rosemarie Walther, who 
was the deputy chair of the communist women’s organization Demokratischer Frauenbund 
Deutschlands (DFD), argued for fathers’ involvement in early childcare.40 However, they 
criticized using ‘help’ to describe men’s envisioned domestic role for the same reason, viz., it 
reinforced the idea that housework and childcare were naturally women’s responsibilities.41 
Therefore, they emphasized that household and children should be shared responsibilities. 
 This idea was not new; it was included in the notion of equality inscribed in the East 
German constitution of October 1949.42 In the following year, the principles of the equal 
rights of spouses and shared parental authority were codified in a law on the rights of women 
and the protection of mothers and children.43 The family code of 1965 reaffirmed that “both 
spouses have a share in the education and care of children as well as in the management of the 
household.”44 
 The media frequently stressed that shared responsibility was a feature of the new 
socialist family. In late 1964, while preparing the new family code, East Germany’s Council 
of Ministers proposed a publication about the socialist family, whose aim was to “repudiate 
the argument of many husbands that the mother has to do the main share of childcare” and 
encourage the “shared responsibility of both spouses for children’s education.”45 
Educationalists also insisted that children’s education was a shared task of both parents.46And 
the authors of a handbook for married couples wrote that contraception and family planning 
were the equal concern of both spouses “because both are having a child.”47 




 Though it was made clear that both parents should share the responsibilities of the 
family, how to implement the new pattern and how fathers would benefit from it was not. The 
key phrase was “new quality of family life,” and this new quality should strengthen the 
family’s educational potential by allowing all of its members to develop and exploit their 
personalities (Persönlichkeitsentwicklung).48 
 Anita Grandke, a legal scholar who headed the Academy of Sciences’ research group 
Die Frau in der sozialistischen Gesellschaft from 1964 to 1968 and became a professor of 
family law at the Humboldt University in Berlin in 1967, made one attempt to explicate these 
matters. According to her, the “new family” was a space for the development and self-
fulfillment of both spouses. It was also characterized, in Grandke’s view, by a “conscious 
parenthood,” which was constituted by both partners desiring children, planning their family, 
and sharing responsibility for it.49 Thus, conscious parenthood, and the wanted child 
(Wunschkind) it produced, expressed trust in society and led to a “meaningful life” and 
happiness.50 
 Conscious parenthood was also important for educators, physicians, and psychologists 
involved in sex education. For example, the physician Karl-Heinz Mehlan, who was well 
known for promoting contraception and the legalization of abortion, argued that because of 
the “insufficient preparation of men for fatherhood”51 sex education had to include instruction 
on conscious parenthood.  
 In the late 1970s and the 1980s, suggestions for implementing the father’s new role 
became more concrete. What is more, these suggestions pertained to such a range of behavior 
that authors of the period claimed that “(aside from birthing and breast-feeding) there is 
hardly any activity in which the man cannot assume the traditional female function.”52 Thus, 
fathers were encouraged to participate in specific childcare activities. One example was 
pushing the baby carriage. In an article in April 1949, Elly Niebuhr challenged the perception 




of a father pushing a baby carriage as a “henpecked husband.”53 By the early 1970s, among 
the changes that the authors of a handbook for married couples observed was that “a young 
father, pushing the baby carriage – formerly the archetype of a fool – does not cause any 
stir.”54 Another recommendation was that the father joined the mother in daily talking and 
singing to and playing and laughing with their infant.55 
 Fathers were also advised to involve themselves in the pregnancy, birth, and care for 
the newborn. Karl-Heinz Mehlan intended his proposed “preparation for fatherhood,” which 
included instruction on these matters, to familiarize men with their new role as fathers and 
new family tasks.56 
 Discussion of fathers’ presence in the delivery room began gradually in the 1970s, as 
more and more hospitals allowed men to accompany their wives during birth. Authors 
emphasized the particularly emotional moment of birth and explained how the father’s 
presence enhanced his relationship with his child.57 His involvement in the pregnancy and 
delivery also benefitted the woman. The pediatrician Heinrich Brückner proposed that fathers 
take on more of the housework right after the birth so that the mother could regain her 
strength and dedicate herself to nursing. “In this way, men can also ‘breast-feed’,” he 
concluded.58 
 
Still believing in utopia? Future fatherhood and the creation of a socialist youth 
 The overwhelming majority of concrete propositions for creating socialist fathers—be 
they from the 1960s, the 1970s, or the 1980s—pertained to the boys who would be fathers in 
the future. Indeed, one of the main arguments for a new socialist family was that such 
families would bring up a new socialist youth. According to the educational psychologists 
Kabat vel Job and Arnold Pinther at Leipzig’s Central Institute for Youth Research, socialist 
society’s “main interest” in the family was the “influence that the family exerts upon the 




communist education of the young generation.”59 And taking full advantage of the family’s 
influence required the father’s daily participation in the care and education of his children, as 
Anita Grandke argued.60 
 Politicians, sociologists, sexologists, and educationalists all pinned their hopes for 
gender equality on children and youth. Because their hopes were future directed, they 
contained a utopian element. In a similar vein, advice literature for young parents frequently 
appealed to readers to be models of equality for their children to emulate, for, as the 
educationalist Herbert Zerle put it, “just as the father behaves toward the mother, so the son 
will probably behave towards his wife.”61 Werner Strasberg and Ursula Rohde, legal scholars 
who specialized in divorce legislation, identified the unequal division of domestic duties as a 
major cause of marital conflict and, thus, the high divorce rate.62 They believed that the 
solution lay in preparing the next generation for marriage and family, the most important 
factor in which was the parental example.63 The sexologist Kurt Richard Bach argued that one 
of the objectives of East German sex education was to prepare young people to become 
parents who, “thanks to their exemplary behavior and a good education,” would prepare their 
children for equal, socialist marital partnerships.64 Uta Bruhm-Schlegel and Otmar Kabat vel 
Job stressed more than other authors the “considerable educational relevance” of the “normal” 
everyday behavior of parents who share domestic duties equally, support each other, and 
share responsibility for their children.65 In a similar vein, the educationalist Rolf Borrmann 
emphasized, “More important than talking [about family roles] is setting an example in the 
way one lives that convinces others to follow it.” (“Wichtiger als Reden ist das ‘Vorleben,’ 
das zum ‘Nachleben’ hinreißt.”) 66 Authors like these believed in the ability of the young to 
overcome traditional gender arrangements in the future. 
 However, according to an internal document of the East German marital counseling 
centers from the 1960s, “[t]he role of the man as lord and ruler at home and the role of the 




woman as a patient sufferer…still runs, if we are honest, through the minds of a lot of 
younger people.” Therefore, the document continues, “we should set a better example for our 
youth by achieving complete harmony in marriage and family” and mutual respect between 
the sexes.67 Rolf Borrmann also criticized parents for the example they set, citing surveys of 
young East Germans from the 1960s in which less than 50 percent of respondents said that 
their parents were a role model for partnership and marriage.68 Beginning in the 1970s, 
several authors stressed, perhaps in response to these findings, the importance of parents as 
role models, particularly for children to learn about fatherly involvement in the household and 
childcare. And child researchers and educationalists agreed that paternal care enhanced trust 
between the generations. 
 The discussion about parents as role models was not apolitical. According to the 
educational scientist Rosemarie Walther, a father’s involvement in childcare also made it 
more likely that children would follow their parents’ “civic example,”69 which in the East 
German context meant loyalty to the communist state and party. Thus, the highest party 
officials, including Erich Honecker, asserted that it was the duty of parents to teach their 
children “civic responsibility” (staatsbürgerliche Verantwortung).70 
 In the following three sections, I look at what scholars in the fields of early childhood 
psychology, family education, and sex education said about preparing boys and young men 
for marriage and fatherhood. In particular, I consider three subjects that were discussed as part 
of the preparation for fatherhood: implementing gender equality in early childhood, children’s 
participation in household chores, and sex education.  
 
Early childhood 
 Recognizing that gender was a social construct was a significant input to the 
discussion about the family’s education of young children. Erna Scharnhorst, an 




educationalist and one-time teacher, stressed that gender is culturally constructed, and she 
considered that a tenet of socialist thought. In 1970, she wrote, “The idea that the mental 
features of man and woman are not determined by biology, but by history…, becomes more 
and more accepted among Marxist philosophers, psychologists and educationalists.”71 Marxist 
social psychologists had defended the historical determination of gender since the late 1950s. 
For example, Hans Hiebsch and Manfred Vorwerg, major figures in East German social 
psychology, claimed in their seminal introduction to Marxist social psychology (published in 
1966 and reprinted 10 times) that no differences in the behavior of men and women nor in the 
division of labor between them could be explained by “original,” i.e., biological, 
differences.72 In their introduction to child psychology several years earlier, Günter Clauß and 
Hans Hiebsch used gender stereotypes as examples of socially “learned” perceptions and 
behavior.73 For instance, the fact that men express their emotions less than women was the 
result of the “constant emotional conditioning” (Affektdressur) to which boys were exposed 
from early childhood.74 Clauß and Hiebsch also denied the “maternal instinct,” in terms of 
which emphatically “bourgeois” psychology explained women’s particular interest in 
caregiving.75And studies of behavior in school showed that gender differences, e.g., in 
obedience, were not the result of biology but of culture and history, that is to say, of 
stereotypes of  “true boys” as undisciplined and girls as well behaved.76 
 These and similar findings were part of a larger discussion in Marxist psychology and 
educational science in the 1960s about the dialectical relation between biological and social 
factors in personality development.77 According to the well-known sexologist and 
psychotherapist Siegfried Schnabl, the individual’s personality was not a “biological 
destiny.”78 So, the social, cultural, and historical understanding of gender fit perfectly the 
Marxist understanding of human personality as determined by social relations. It justified 
socialist authors in criticizing “bourgeois” psychology as biologically reductionist.79 And it 




justified optimism about the future. Erna Scharnhorst recalled how under socialism this 
understanding of gender relations increased the confidence among East-German 
educationalists that the new social and political conditions would transform the society’s 
gender arrangements.80 
 Thus, several books, such as Unsere Familie (Our Family), a marriage handbook first 
published in 1973 and reissued six times until 1989, emphasized that educating children to 
live in ways that respected gender equality should begin early.81 They adduced children’s 
choice of toys and role play to support that claim. For example, observations of children in 
families and daycare confirmed that girls primarily played with dolls and played the role of 
mothers caring for babies, cleaning the house, and cooking. Researchers from different fields 
argued that such early gender differences influenced the development of the child’s 
personality.82 Uta Bruhm-Schlegel and Otmar Kabat vel Job, for instance, pointed out that in 
playing with dolls children developed their social emotions and the ability to form 
relationships.83 On the basis of such findings, Erna Scharnhorst held that it was important for 
boys to play with dolls to develop affective capacities and girls with building blocks and cars 
to develop technical skills.84 And the sociologist Hildegard Maria Nickel, who in the 1980s 
investigated how the family socialized children into their gender roles, proposed a new model 
for the education of boys, who “have a right to have their ‘social’ faculties developed more 
emphatically.”85 For the same reason, educational scientists concerned with childcare 
facilities, such as Netti Christensen, called on daycare workers and nursery school teachers to 
ensure that in play “every child respects the norms of socialist morality in the relations 
between the different roles.”86 So, they should encourage play in which “father” and “mother” 
were both in charge of everyday household tasks,87 and boys should be encouraged to play 
with dolls and girls with cars and building blocks in order to erase the distinction between 
“girls’ toys” and “boys’ toys.”88 Again, these educational recommendations were clearly 




oriented towards the future, for this “equal” education of boys would better prepare them for 
future fatherhood and participation in childcare and domestic duties.89 
 
Household chores 
 Studies that the Central Institute for Youth Research in Leipzig conducted in the 1970s 
and 1980s showed that young people increasingly accepted the ideas of an equal partnership 
and division of housework.90 Of course, self-reported values did not always match behavior. 
The Institute’s director, the sociologist and sexologist Kurt Starke, addressed this possibility 
in summarizing the data from several surveys of East German youth from the 1970s and early 
1980s: “The traditional views do not influence the choice of one’s partner anymore, despite 
how difficult it may be to overcome them in everyday married life and replace them with 
something new and better.”91 The authors of a marriage handbook from the early 1970s 
agreed that “nobody” still seriously asserted that household, family, and childcare were 
“women’s matters.” Yet, the participation of men in domestic work was “unsatisfactory,” 
with women still performing 80 percent of the household chores.92 The authors did not blame 
men for their unwillingness to contribute; their explanation of the persistence of traditional 
attitudes was that the education of boys kept them away from housework. 
 Similarly, Helmut Stolz, the author of the handbook Autorität und Elternliebe 
(Authority and Parental Love), first published in 1967 and reissued eight times until 1987, 
explained that parents tended, often unconsciously, to treat their children differently 
depending on their sex—for example, they urged daughters to help with housework and sons 
to do better in mathematics. Stolz warned against such “pushing” of children into gender 
roles.93 In fact, a number of studies showed that families expected girls to help around the 
house much more than boys.94 Numerous authors criticized such differential treatment as 
“unjustified”95 and argued that boys and girls should participate in the daily duties “in the 




same way.”96 So, parents should check that they don’t assign girls more of the housework 
than boys.97 Advice literature for young people and for parents gave different examples of 
how to entice boys to participate. In particular, involving boys in caregiving, both with 
younger siblings and with dolls in play, was recommended.98 Thus, many authors saw 
children’s, and particularly boys’, participation in everyday domestic duties from an early age 
not only as part of educating them to value work and to feel a responsibility towards the 
collective—both goals of socialist educational theories—but also as part of their learning to 
live in ways that accord with the equality of men and women.99 Authors of advice literature 
considered participation in household chores important for the development of the child’s 
personality, autonomy, and sense of responsibility and, again, for preparing the child to 
conduct his or her future household and raise his or her family in accord with the principle of 
gender equality.100 
 However, Erna Scharnhorst and others identified the father’s failure to share the 
housework with the mother as an obstacle to the socialization of boys.101 Therefore, authors 
again stressed the importance of the parental example. For girls and boys to learn “in a similar 
way” to manage a household, they had to see their parents living in an equal partnership. “The 
children should witness that the father feels as responsible for the needs of the household and 
the childcare as the mother does.”102 
 
Sex education 
 Comprehensive sex education beginning in early childhood and open discussion of 
sexuality was considered “one of the key achievements of a developed socialist society.”103 In 
some aspects, East German sex education was more liberal as it was in West Germany, for 
instance in tolerating premarital intercourse already in the 1950s or in acknowledging that 
sexuality does not only serve procreation, but also pleasure.104 Nevertheless, it developed its 




own—socialist—type of a deeply heteronormative “sexual conservatism,”105 maintaining that 
sex (even premarital) would lead, sooner or later, to marriage and family. Even if East 
German sex education preserved a kind of liberal approach towards intimacy, sexuality, and 
sexual pleasure, it thus always included what Kurt Richard Bach called “Family Life 
Education.”106 Bach borrowed the term ‘Family Life Education’ from the International 
Planned Parenthood Federation, with which East German sexologists were affiliated. Bach 
emphasized that the principles of equal rights (“Gleichberechtigung”) and equal 
responsibility (“Gleichverpflichtung”) should characterize sex, birth control, family life, and 
childcare.107 Therefore, he and Heinz Grassel, an educational psychologist and author of sex 
education handbooks for parents, argued that sex education should be an integral “part of the 
education of socialist personalities and, thereby, part of an education that leads to equality 
between the partners.”108 
 The youth law of 1974 also had the goal of educating young people to become 
“socialist personalities.” It made it the duty of the state; schools; parents; and organizations, 
such as the Free German Youth, to help young people prepare themselves for marriage, 
family, and the care and education of children by developing “socialist behavior.”109 
 In East German schools, sex education was made mandatory for different grades. Kurt 
Richard Bach developed a sex education curriculum for the Polytechnische Oberschule, 
which all children attended from the ages of 6 to 16. His curriculum included biology and 
anatomy with love and marriage, hetero- and homosexuality, family planning and 
contraception, infant care, principles of child education, and problems in implementing 
equality between men and women.110 Bach’s objective was to establish sex education as 
cross-curricular, though he acknowledged that it was hard to overcome the “dominance of 
biology” (“Biologielastigkeit”), that is, not to treat sex education merely as a biological 
subject.111 Nevertheless, his curriculum included classes for male and female adolescents on 




cooking, household management, and baby care.112 These courses were meant to prepare 
young people for the “essential components of everyday life in marriage and family,” which 




 The struggle for equality between men and women in East Germany acquired a new 
dynamic in the 1960s. Though it was believed that equality had been achieved in the 
workplace and the law, politicians, sociologists, educationalists, psychologists, physicians, 
and others were well aware of the persisting inequalities in domestic life. And though equality 
was considered to be a women’s issue in the early phase of socialism, men should now play 
their part in realizing it. To be able to do that, they should be “re-educated.” And their “re-
education” should begin at an early age. It would occur mainly in daycare, the family, and sex 
education in school but also through publications for young people and parents. 
 From the 1960s on, men were increasingly targeted to implement equality in marriage 
and parenting. In the last two decades of socialism in East Germany, the vague idea of shared 
responsibility for childcare and the household included in the law since the late 1940s, was 
made more concrete in terms of the daily tasks a father should perform. As these included 
childcare, the new fatherhood denied that childcare was the “natural” responsibility of women 
and, thus, challenged traditional gender stereotypes. 
Although I have investigated theoretical reflections and debates, we should not neglect 
the impact these representations had in shaping everyday practices. Certainly, the 
contemporary surveys and scholarly studies that have concluded that “[a]ttitudes to the 
domestic division of labour...proved remarkably resistant to change”113 are numerous. For 
instance, an East German survey from 1982 demonstrated that married women with children 




spent three times more time on household chores than their husbands.114 Nevertheless, there 
was definitely change, as female work was increasingly considered normal and, thus, so was 
men’s participation in the household. In particular, men’s daily involvement in childcare, for 
instance, playing with and teaching children, taking them to and picking them up from 
daycare, and attending parent’s evenings increased, as several surveys proved.115 For Mary 
Fulbrook, these changing attitudes were part of “at least incipient generational shifts.”116 
Indeed, from the 1960s on, women more frequently cited the lack of equality of the sexes as 
grounds for divorce, and divorce courts “increasingly saw their role as part of the country’s 
modernization drive to confront patriarchal attitudes and male ‘egotism’ at home.”117 The 
historians Anja Schröter and Eva Schäffler also identified a trend in divorce proceedings 
towards a more active attitude of fathers. From the 1970s on, fathers openly criticized the 
courts’ practice of almost automatically giving mothers custody of children118 and 
increasingly sought child custody, especially in the late 1980s.119 These generational shifts 
became still more apparent after the collapse of communism. Recent sociological surveys 
show that even decades after German reunification fathers’ involvement in early childcare and 
participation in household duties remain common values among East German men, in clear 
contrast to their “traditional” West German counterparts.120 
The direct impact of the East German struggle for socialist fatherhood is difficult to 
evaluate, for a truly social and everyday history of fatherhood in the GDR is still missing. 
Nevertheless, the debates I have analyzed in this study show an early attempt to challenge 
gender stereotypes and put forward a new understanding of fatherhood. Admittedly, this was 
mostly a concern of marginal groups in East German society and remained largely theoretical. 
Nonetheless, as these recent sociological surveys suggest, the long-term continuities are still 
visible. 
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